

[image: Cover Image]





Zola and the Victorians

Censorship in the Age of Hypocrisy

Eileen Horne

with an Introduction by David Bellos

[image: image]




Contents

Cover Page

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also by Eileen Horne

Epigraph

Illustrations

Dedication

Introduction: Cross-Channel Traffic – by David Bellos

Part One: The Challenge

1 April 1888, Médan

2 May 1888, House of Commons, Westminster

3 June 1888, Catherine Street, Covent Garden

4 July 1888, Pall Mall

Part Two: On Trial

5 August 1888, Bow Street

6 September 1888, Henrietta Street, Covent Garden

7 October 1888, Médan

8 October 1888, The Old Bailey

Part Three: Consequences

9 December 1888, Henrietta Street, Covent Garden

10 April 1889, Henrietta Street, Covent Garden

11 June 1889, Holloway Prison

12 November 1891, rue de Bruxelles, Paris

13 September 1893, London and Surrey

Coda

Appendix: The Rougon-Macquart Saga

Bibliography

Illustration Credits

Acknowledgements

About the Author


First published in Great Britain in 2015 by

MacLehose Press
an imprint of Quercus Publishing Ltd
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ

Copyright © Eileen Horne 2015
Introduction © David Bellos 2015

The moral right of Eileen Horne to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Ebook ISBN 978 0 85705 517 0
Print ISBN 978 0 85705 518 7

You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk


Also by Eileen Horne

The Pitch (2006)


 


“Let all be set forth so that all may be healed”

ÉMILE ZOLA




Illustrations

PART ONE

1  Zola’s house in Médan

2  “King of the Pigs”

3  Pity the Poor Speaker

4  Henry Vizetelly

5  Ernest Vizetelly

6  “Sancta Simplicitas”

7  W. T. Stead

8  Crowds gather during the “Maiden Tribute” serialisation

PART TWO

9  Title page of the Vizetelly edition of Nana

10  Herbert Henry Asquith, M.P.

11  Caricature of George Moore by Walter Sickert

12  Zola in his study

13  Jeanne Rozerot, Zola’s mistress

14  Old Bailey interior

15  Sir Edward Clarke Q.C.

PART THREE

16  Vizetelly colophon

17  Nana in the mirror

18  Drawing of Frank Harris

19  Holloway Prison, general view

20  Alexandrine Zola

21  Zola and Jeanne with their children

22  Institute of Journalists’ Annual Conference Dinner invitation

23  Zola with Lord Mayor in London, 1893

24  Henry Vizetelly, circa 1893

CODA, APPENDIX and BIBLIOGRAPHY

25  Drawing of Oscar Wilde

26  Rougon-Macquart family tree

27  Zola as a naturalist


 

For Lee Sandlin, belle-lettrist extraordinaire, with love


Cross-Channel Traffic

From the reign of Louis XV to the eve of the Great War – from the time of Queen Anne to the Edwardian era, if you prefer – the literatures of England and France were closely, almost inextricably entwined. Richardson’s Pamela (1740) had as many French as English readers weeping into their handkerchiefs; Scott’s Waverley novels (1814–1830) were so popular in France that they prompted Balzac to try to rival them; Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris (1831) was as big a bestseller in London as it was in Paris; Oliver Twist (1837) was translated within a couple of years of its appearance and has never been out of print in French since then; Sue’s Mysteries of Paris (1842–43) prompted The Mysteries of London by G. M. W. Reynolds, and Hugo’s Les Misérables was adapted for the English stage ten times over within a few years of its first appearance in 1862. However, the traffic in novels between Dover and Calais was not symmetrical, and at times it was unfair. The story dramatised by Eileen Horne in this book describes one of the lowest points of justice and equity in the age-old cross-fertilisation of the literatures of England and France.

From the seventeenth to the twentieth century, the French language occupied the same place in Europe as English does in the world nowadays. French was the international language of culture and diplomacy and all middle-class Europeans learned to read and write it as a basic part of their education at school. (Dickens, who missed out on schooling because of his father’s constant money troubles, was an exception in that respect.) As a result, French books were sold and read far and wide outside of France and reprinted in French in Leipzig, Amsterdam and even London from time to time. The reverse was not true: English was not a widely known language on the Continent, and access to English fiction in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries came from translations – which were commonly not at all what would be considered translations nowadays, especially in France.

For centuries, French translators had had no qualms about adapting their sources to conform to French tastes. A long tradition of embellishment, known as the belles infidèles, produced cleaned-up versions of Latin and Greek classics from which all mention of bodily functions or amorous improprieties among the gods were removed. As for more modern works, translators in France had no compunction about leaving out words, sentences, paragraphs and whole chapters that seemed to them to fall short of French ideas of literary taste, and gaily added sections or chapters of their own. So the English popular novels that were read in France were also, to a considerable degree, French novels too. That’s why the German philosopher Schleiermacher, in his famous essay of 1813 on “the two methods of translating”, seriously doubted whether anything had ever been translated into French.

The situation was different in the other direction, because it had to be assumed that English-language readers of translations
from French were able to check the version against the original, at least to some degree. That’s why many French novels came into English under different titles and were attributed to invented names; conversely, the prestige of “Frenchness” was such that many original compositions were published in English as “translations from the French”. What counted as a “translation” on both sides of the Channel in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was far more flexible and murky than what we expect a translation to be nowadays, and that’s the main reason why Émile Zola wasn’t over-concerned about the alterations that his English publisher made to his novels about prostitutes’, peasants’ and miners’ lives.

At the start of the nineteenth century, perhaps a quarter of the French population and maybe a third of the English were sufficiently literate to read a novel for pleasure; but with each passing decade, that proportion increased, and by the end of the century more than 90 per cent of the population in both countries was fully literate. This epochal transformation of the social role of reading and writing was not the exclusive result of the expansion of school systems in both countries – though that obviously played a major part – nor was it fostered only by increasing urbanisation and industrial growth. It’s a change that seems to have had its own dynamic, and though we may see it as a welcome and thoroughly desirable development, since it brought about the world that we know today, it scared a lot of people on both sides of the Channel. What good would come of it if housemaids, beggars, coachmen and peasants wasted their time on entertainments designed for the leisured classes? What would happen if the labouring masses started to pick up new ideas from books? Universal literacy wasn’t a neutral prospect. It was the harbinger of all sorts of dire threats, from demands for extended suffrage to labour unrest. The more the people could read, the more vital it became to make sure they read the right things. The hounding of Zola’s English publisher wasn’t just about moral proprieties, even if it was couched in those terms. It was an expression of vaguer but more powerful fears of a political and social kind.

Émile Zola’s twenty-novel Rougon-Macquart series was by no means an innocent victim of the misplaced anxieties of the propertied class. Conceived in the months before the French Second Empire collapsed in a foolish military confrontation with Prussia, and launched just after the fall of the Paris Commune, the Rougon-Macquart novels are designed overall to show the ineluctable fall of a political and social system grounded in corruption and crime. From a purely French perspective, they are historical fictions, since they are all located in the regime that was swept away in 1870 by the defeat of the French Army at Sedan, and they were all published under the significantly different republican regime that replaced it after 1871. The outcome – defeat, the siege of Paris and the année terrible of the Commune and its suppression – was already fixed, so Zola’s French readers could take comfort in the novel’s exposé of evils that belonged to a past that was now closed. That’s the excuse, if you like. But these dramatic, passionate and purportedly scientific investigations of the lives of the different classes under the Second Empire go far beyond their superficial remit of explaining why Louis-Napoléon’s regime collapsed. Moreover, once they are removed from their immediate political context – as they are when translated, or read outside of France, or read today – they speak of much deeper and broader kinds of human and social ills. They are contemplations of the wickedness and corruption of individuals, families, social and economic systems, and of life itself. They do not make you feel particularly cheerful about the future of the human race.

The exceptions to the “rule of decline” are almost as scary. Germinal, for example, describes the miserable lives of coal miners through the story of a strike for better pay and working conditions. The cruel injustices of joint stock companies, the selfish blindness of the managerial class (who charitably offer brioche to peasants in need of bread, seemingly oblivious of the precedent set by Marie-Antoinette), the rampant diseases and sexual indulgence of the mine workers, the presence in the village of a mysterious agitator with a Russian name pursuing a cataclysmic solution to the whole rotten system, a dramatic narration of a mine accident that leaves the hero entombed (to be rescued by a relief shaft that bears an uncanny resemblance to a nightmare of forceps delivery) – all these gripping scenes and situations are connected by the single theme announced in the novel’s title, which is the name of the decimal month in the revolutionary calendar corresponding to April and May: that under the ground as under the whole edifice of industrial society, there is something germinating. Like the dragon’s teeth of Greek myth, a whole army of angry men will arise from the ground one day soon and sweep the middle-class world away. In the grand finale, the hero Étienne Lantier strides off to fight new battles as a now hardened and convinced labour activist. Zola’s manifest sympathy with the miners of his tale doesn’t hide the fact that he’s as scared of what’s pending as any other owner of dividend-bearing stock.

Similarly, Zola’s novel of high-class prostitution, Nana, shows how a pretty girl from the bottom of the pile can sleep her way into the highest levels of Parisian society. By infecting it, like some “golden fly” from the dung-heap, she brings men, their families, their companies and almost the whole of polite society to ruin. It’s an exposé and a searching social critique, but it’s also a scare story if you think of it outside the specific frame of explaining why the Second Empire collapsed as it did.

What makes these narratives of social and individual decline so much more than documentary fiction is something Zola himself rarely mentioned. Alongside the main mine in which the action of Germinal is set are abandoned shafts that have caught fire and smoulder underground. Of course, it’s a mythological netherworld, resuscitating ancient beliefs in hell as a hot place down below. In The Human Beast, the locomotive that crashes off the rails and lies panting on its side is also a hydra, a mythological beast, half metal and half flesh, and as it snorts out its last puff of smoke it dies like a wounded horse. Over the whole double family of the Rougons and the Macquarts hangs a “hereditary flaw”, a legacy of the past no less terrible and no less abstract than the curse that hangs over the house of Atreus. More like Hugo than Balzac, Zola is a natural creator of modern myths that rival and also feed on more ancient and familiar ones. His English critics were right in at least one respect: Zola’s novels have what it takes to appeal to a mass readership, and they arouse strong emotional reactions to the world described, which is at the same time an accurate depiction of social realities, and a fantastical assemblage of universal nightmares and fears.

A second reason why the Rougon-Macquart series aroused alarm lies in the way Zola tells his tales. He doesn’t use a lot of dialogue in the manner of Dumas’ Count of Monte-Cristo or Dickens’ Great Expectations, in which the spoken words of the fictional characters provide the most memorable and moving passages. Instead, using a device often associated with Flaubert, he blends third-person narrative with the spoken and unspoken thoughts of his characters, creating often quite long passages that hover between narrative and inner speech. This “free indirect style” is part of what makes Zola so easy to read nowadays, since the device has become a convention of modern narrative fiction in French and English; but it also makes it easy to mistake the views of fictional characters for the viewpoint of the novel itself. You could say that the Rougon-Macquart saga presupposes and calls for a slightly more sophisticated kind of reader than the rollicking adventures of three (or four) musketeers, where you know who says what to whom, and when the narrator is speaking on his own behalf. On the other hand, you could also fear that such novels in the hands of unsophisticated readers can spread politically dangerous views with the apparent authority of a great novelist. And in a way, they do: it has taken a long time for even French critics
to work out whether or not Germinal is a “socialist novel”, or a “bourgeois novel” about the birth of socialism and whether The Dram Shop (L’Assommoir) is a motivated plea for abstinence, or a sympathetic portrait of a sozzled old bag.

Yet none of this explains or excuses the bizarre and savage campaign against Zola’s English publisher. Nothing like the story that Eileen Horne tells had happened before in English or French publishing, and although the battle for freedom of expression would have many more episodes before it was won, nobody ever since has suffered the penalties inflicted on Henry Vizetelly for bringing Zola to an English readership. It is a moment of shame in the annals of British justice, and a moment of sheer lunacy in the history of lobbying.

The novel which served as the spark or pretext for the campaign to banish English translations of Zola is without any doubt pretty strong stuff, and it is not hard to see why it ran foul of English sensitivities. La Terre (The Soil in the first translation, now more commonly called The Earth) presents peasant life as a bestial pit of misery at the antipodes of suburban fantasies of the good country life. French laws of inheritance introduced by Napoleon I in the early years of the nineteenth century required landholdings to be divided equally between children. The intention of the law was to break up the great estates of the aristocracy, but its effect, after two or three generations, was to have a large number of farms too small to be managed economically and a large class of almost penniless owners of agricultural land. Generally overpopulated and undercapitalised, the French countryside was not productive enough to generate livelihoods comparable to the growing cities and industrial centres. From the point of view of a city-dweller, as Zola was for the most part, rural France was a different and utterly depressing place, and its inhabitants an almost alien race. Of course, the decline of the peasantry is one part of Zola’s overall story of the decline of France under the Second Empire, and La Terre is also part of the working-out of the ancestral curse of the “hereditary flaw”. Removed from that context, however, it shows how life among animals reduces men and women to beasts, and how desperate poverty can dissolve even the strictest of taboos (on incest, or on the use of human waste, for example). Life on the land is sheer hell – which is absolutely not what the mostly urban readers of England wanted to know. The National Vigilance Association, which began the campaign to put Zola’s English publisher behind bars, may have sincerely believed it objected to obscenity (and even today not every reader finds the farting contest funny), but behind its façade of concern for propriety lay a deeper and probably more widely shared reluctance to entertain Zola’s dystopian view of country life.

One of the more incomprehensible ironies in the fate that met Henry Vizetelly, Zola’s English publisher, is that the French originals of the Rougon-Macquart series remained freely available in Britain. At no point was it even suggested that they too deserved the treatment given to their (highly altered and watered-down) translations. The imbalance underlines the class anxieties of the National Vigilance Association, and makes it obvious that these prudish campaigners were not really interested in protecting young or vulnerable members of the upper classes – because they were able to read the originals anyway. The patently obvious aim of Vizetelly’s pursuers was to stop these powerful, disturbing and disruptive portrayals of a society set on a doom-laden path from reaching the growing numbers of readers among the working class.

The strangest things can become political hot potatoes, at least for short periods. I have seen sedate ladies hitting policemen with their parasols to protest at the export of English horses to slaughterhouses in countries where horsemeat is an alternative to beef. Fifty years ago nobody imagined that homosexual marriage would become a divisive issue in French and American political life today. It’s therefore worth asking whether the furore over Zola’s translation into English was just a bizarre and evanescent wrinkle in the history of literature and censorship, or whether it was a clumsy but genuine response to something of larger social significance.

One issue that Zola’s work brings to the fore is whether all classes have the right to see themselves presented in fictional form. Are novels about the poor, the bad, and the despicable to be read only by the middle classes, for their entertainment and instruction, or should they to be accessible to the very classes they depict? Clearly, as England and France moved closer to universal literacy, there were quite powerful groups that did not want new readers to follow the model of their social superiors. The National Vigilance Association may have made a complete fool of itself in running a campaign that put an aged publisher in gaol, but its reactionary view of the proper kind of reading for common folk has been renewed many times by different lobby groups – amongst them, the French Communist Party, which campaigned in the 1950s to ban paperback books on the grounds that they would cheapen the classics and put the wrong kinds of books in workers’ hands. Anxiety over the accessibility of reading matter remained a recurrent issue in debates about literature throughout the twentieth century.

Another issue lurking behind the sad story of the Vizetelly publishing house is whether what people read makes any difference to what they do, seek or desire. The universal popularity of cloak-and-dagger adventure stories doesn’t seem to have led to any increase in duelling, and the millions of readers of Maigret detective stories haven’t spawned an equivalent surge of intuitive sleuths or thwarted criminals either. On the other hand, some novels have changed people’s lives and have had lasting impact on social norms. Campaigning writers like the Dickens of Hard Times and the Hugo of Les Misérables alongside political satires like Zamyatin’s We and Orwell’s Animal Farm most certainly changed people’s attitudes and led to major changes in practice. On which side of this admittedly very wiggly line should we put Zola’s Rougon-Macquart novels?

It’s a tricky question. As a historical saga explaining the downfall of the Second Empire, Zola’s novel cycle packs the past into a box that is closed, and so his works can’t be accused of stoking up resistance to an imperial regime that no longer existed. As a panorama of human vice and folly in a wide range of different social and professional milieux, it is just as unlikely to inspire readers to emulate homicidal train drivers, drunken roofers, dodgy bankers, corrupt market traders, deranged artists or mud-spattered farm workers (especially not them!). But these powerful novels also work on a different, and less blandly representational level. Zola’s long gallery of flawed heroes and heroines is in the end not a denunciation, but an appeal for sympathy with even the least appealing representatives of humanity. The entire series, and especially its two most impressive achievements, Germinal and L’Assommoir, express outrage at injustice. They protest at the cruelty not just of fate, but of the structures that turn random events into disasters for the most vulnerable among us. In their own elaborate but accessible way, blending ancient archetypes with modern documentary research and traditional story telling with a sophisticated narrative technique, the Rougon-Macquart series at its best really does create those strong feelings long associated with stage tragedy. Readers of these great novels are pierced by the twin prongs of pity and fear. Henry Vizetelly was quite right to think that Zola was a classic already.

This story of how a small group of crusading bigots set out to destroy a publishing house to no good purpose takes us into the heart of a legal machine as muddled and murky as the world of Bleak House. Henry Vizetelly had the misfortune to be the object of poorly drafted laws manipulated by clever and ambitious men, and to be served by unimpressive counsel that was of little help to him. Could it happen again? Not in quite the same way, to be sure. But you can never be too vigilant when you come across a lobby group that calls itself a National Vigilance Association; and no amount of enlightened legislation is much use without competent and attentive lawyers ready to press for what is right.

DAVID BELLOS

Princeton, 25 July, 2015
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